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Introduction 
Genbei or げんべい, in Japanese, is a small company located in the town of Hayama, 
on the south coast near Tokyo, dedicated to the production and sale of flip flops. Since 
1955, the company has specialized in beach sandals and can be said to be the first brand 
in Japan. Among other things, Genbei sells T-shirts and other apparel to complement 
the summer theme. Mr. Hayama, the current Genbei CEO, is looking to develop the 
brand to ensure the continuity of the company through the next generations. 
 
History 
Japan has been the homeland of sandals. In particular, those made of wood and rice 
straw called Geta and Zori respectively. Geta and Zori originated in the Heian Period 
(794-1192)1 and the main difference between the two sandals are that Geta have two 
small pieces of wood attached to the base to raise it above the ground, and Zori are 
almost flat. Although both are sandals, Zori are usually worn with white, split-toe cotton 
socks called Tabi. Nowadays, modern Zori sandals can be found in plastic as well as in 
other natural or synthetic materials.  
 

In 1954 Ray J. Pastene, an American who lived in Japan, saw the Japanese sandals and 
had the idea to produce sandals of rubber. He asked Naigai Rubber Co2 to produce the 
sandals which he named “Beach Walk”, and which design he protected through an US 
Patent, filed in February. 11, 1958 (figure 1). The sandals became a success immediately 
after their first launch in Hawaii, where 100,000 pairs were sold per year. Since then, it 
can be claimed that Naigai Rubber was the first company to produce flip flops in the 
world. Naigai Rubber immediately improved the Beach Walk and developed a product 
called "Blue-dia" that fit the shape of Japanese feet. 
 

During this time, Genbei was a traditional Japanese Tabi shop. It was around 1860 in the 
late Edo period when the Genbei shop was founded. Remaining old neighbors of the 
shop, refers to Genbei as “Tabiya”, meaning Tabi-shop in Japanese. The shop however 
evolved and soon Genbei became interested in the beach sandals and in selling other 
beach products (figure 2). In 1955, Genbei was the first shop in Japan to sell Pestene’s 

                                                
1 See https://www.japan-zone.com/culture/footwear.shtml 
2 http://www.naigai-rubber.co.jp/en/en_product/en_footwear.html 
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sandals.  Although beach sandals were famous in the Shonan area, with the advent of 
popularity sandals became increasingly used by all Japanese.  
 

However, it wasn’t until 2003 that Genbei started producing its own sandals under their 
own brand. The name “Genbei” comes from the name of the founder, who was named 
Hayama Genbei. The business and the name have been passed down from generation 
to generation, going from Hayama Genbei to his son Kunimitsu Hayama, and finally to 
Eizaburo Hayama who is the husband of one of the daughters of Mr. Kunimitsu Hayama. 
 
Genbei today 
After his predecessor passed away 4 years ago, Eizaburo Hayama succeeded the shop. 
For Mr. Hayama, the beach sandals shop was a new experience since he had previously 
been a lecturer at a cram school. The business is currently managed by the whole family 
including Hayama’s wife who is the daughter of the founder, Mr. Genbei Hayama. 
Specifically, when it comes to marketing, there is no special responsibility for such 
activities and the whole family is involved. However, when it comes to selling to 
department stores such as Tokyu Department Store (Shibuya Station) or other potential 
customers, Eizaburo Hayama is the person in charge of doing so. Nowadays, Genbei has 
4 fulltime and 10 part-time employees. Mr. Hayama also hired a 20-year-old youth who 
lives near the family and is working with his wife and the sister's family.  
 

Genbei has three stores which also are used as warehouses. One of them is located very 
close to Hayama beach and the other two are located on a trafficked road almost 
between the route to the beach and the town.  These two stores are open all year, while 
the beach shop is only open during summer. Mr. Hayama explains that “during summer 
many people goes to Hayama town for fun and they come to buy sandals at our shop”. 
The Hayama town attracts many artists and intellectual people as a pleasant place to 
relax and rest. For instance, Hayama-machi is where the Emperor's Majesty Villa is 
located. Mr. Hayama tells a story about how even John Lennon and Yoko Ono came to 
visit Genbei's store. However, after the recession, the vitality of Hayama Town was lost. 
 

In addition to the beach sandals, Genbei has a quite large collection of T-shirts (figure 3) 
which were introduced about 15 years ago as well as other products. It can be estimated 
that 60% of the total revenues are coming from sandals and 30% from apparel. The other 
10 percent from other articles sold in the shop. The revenue coming from the company 
web3 page (figure 4) it is quite low, equaling about 10% of the total volume. 
 
Production 
As the business grew, in 2003, Genbei decided to produce sandals under their own brand. 
Before 2003, Genbei sold more than 80% of the total beach sandals of the Blue-dia brand 
sold in Japan. Thanks to Genbei, Blue-dia became widely known among consumers. 

                                                
3 Please see the web page at: https://www.genbei-en.com/ 
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However, as Blue-dia sandals printed the Genbei name on the sandals, Genbei also 
became known as a brand even if was not intentionally. 
 
Production of Genbei sandals was outsourced to overseas factories using two main 
providers. One type of sandals as the Blue-dia, which are manufactured in the 
Philippines. The second manufacturer is located in Taiwan. All sandals made in Taiwan 
are specific in the materials used. Specifically, the model commissioned to the 
Taiwanese factory has been designed and defined from scratch. Although both of 
manufacturers produce sandals, the two products differ in comfort due to the difference 
in shape and umbilical extension. The cost of producing sandal in the Philippines is about 
480 yen per pair.   
 

 “Our predecessor has spent 6 years to determine the position of the thong to complete 
the flip flops and 4 years to determine the material of the sole. Just by shifting the hole 
position of the umbilical cord by 1 mm, the comfort will change completely” said Mr. 
Hayama. Japanese people have more high-pitched legs than Westerners, and the sandal 
casting was made to match the Japanese feet. Therefore, the position of the hole in the 
nose is very important, and if they differ by 1 mm, it may cause pain. Genbei believes 
that the position of the thong is determined by listening to the sound when worn. 
Specifically, Mr. Hayama stated that “I have heard that the previous president was 
listening to the footsteps of customers wearing our sandals. He learned that he could 
adjust the position of the nostrils over 6 years by listening to the footsteps”. 
 

Regarding new developments, Genbei wants to produce Eco-friendly products. Although 
there are some sandals in the market already, that claims to be environmentally friendly 
with 100% natural rubber, unfortunately all of them currently contain synthetic rubber. 
Genbei tries to consult with university professors and other experts on this matter. 
 

Finally, Genbei personalizes sandals for other companies acting as an original equipment 
manufacturer (OEM). This business is about 10% of the total revenue of Genbei. The 
company customized sandals for various types of clients such as professional baseball 
or soccer teams, universities, brands such as Toyota or Nikon and private stores. 
Moreover, Genbei produced sandals for Japanese clothing brands such as Beams or 
United Arrows. Genbei also produced limited edition sandals with special design. 
However, although there were some requests from overseas, Genbei refused because 
the company never exported at first. 
 
Marketing  
Genbei sells sandals to the final consumers at a price of 1050 yen. However, bigger sizes 
are sold for 1200 yen. For those that are OEM the price is around 800 yen. Within the 
price policy, the company is convinced that “We don't use the value of producing 
products that look expensive to increase sales. We think that simple is best, and it's 
negative to raise the price unnecessarily”. 
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Eizaburo Hayama considers that the main reason that customers come to Genbei is 
based on word-of-mouth. Indeed, no money is spent on advertising even if Genbei’s 
sandals appear on TV or are often featured in magazines. However, Genbei promotion 
is heavily based on Social Networks System (SNS) such as Instagram and Facebook. For 
instance, the Instagram account4 has been growing from about 2,000 to 4,800 followers 
this year.  
 

The philosophy of the company has not been changed from the antecessor which is 
“Contribute to the world by loving customers and being loved by customers”. Mr. 
Hayama says that Genbei tries to do as much as possible for its customers whenever 
possible, even if this represents a service the company does not normally perform 
without additional charges. He said that “the first point of word of mouth is customer 
service. This cannot be explained, and we will do everything we can to the customer at 
that time”. 
 
Competition 
Genbei has to compete with a great number of local and international brands.  Global 
brands such as Crogs Hippo Blue and the giant Brazilian brand “Havaianas” – which has 
a massive production according to an article published by the Independent newspaper, 
that claims that the company sold 15 million in 20005 - are available worldwide. In Japan 
there are other producers and resellers such as Tsukumo and Warazi, that compete in 
the domestic market and against the Genbei brand, in addition to other small shops such 
as B-san6 at quite convenient prices. 
 

• Tsukumo: The company, located in Kobe started its business officially in 19987 
(almost 20 years ago). Rumours say that Mr. Hiroyuki Nakajima, an ex-employee 
of Genbei, built its business before that date. The company produces entirely in 
Japan8 and on the toe-thong appears the name Japan to remark the origin. 
Additionally, Tsukumo states that it is able to customize the product using 
different shape and patterns. Tsukumo offers a great variety of products in term 
of materials, shapes, colour, and variety of sizes. Although the main business is 
oriented to serve final consumers, Tsukumo also offers OEM to clients such as 
Beams or United Arrows9 which claims to be made in Japan now. These sandals 

                                                
4 See https://www.instagram.com/genbeihayama/ 
5 https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/features/the-timeline-flip-flops-2039012.html 
6 See https://www.instagram.com/enjoyyourbsanlife/ or http://b-san.shop-pro.jp/  
7 Please see https://en.tsukumo2013.co.jp/about [Accessed the 03 of September 2019] 
8 Please see: https://en.tsukumo2013.co.jp/products/manufacturing-method-of-flip-flops [Accessed the 
03 of September 2019] 
9 Please see: https://store.united-arrows.co.jp/shop/roku/blog/2018/05/flip-flop--semi-order-.html 
[Accessed the 03 of September 2019] 
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are sold at 2592 yen and 3780 yen respectively.  Perhaps Tsukumo are currently 
the biggest brand. Their beach sandals are sold at 1,620 Yen (+ tax).10 

 

• Warazi Beachsandals Japan: Is mostly OEM focused. The company offers a 
pantone color-based selection for the thong and sponge. The sandals are 
produced in Taiwan or China.  
 

• Blue-dia (Naigai Rubber): Are sandals produced in the Philippines and sold at 
between 1280 yen and 1480 yen. 

 

In addition to these specialized flip flop producers there are companies that are 
positioning the beach sandals as gifts or as custom and personalized goods11 which 
seems to change the market by commoditizes these products. 
 
Challenges  
Eizaburo Hayama is very concerned about how to ensure the growth of the family 
business in order to maintain it for the future generation. However, he never thought 
about becoming an international brand. Specifically, he stated that “I have doubts about 
the idea of simply increasing the scale of business. We want to do business in the range 
where the customer's face can be seen, by having the customer in front of us buy the 
product comfortably”. Mr. Hayama is still struggling over how to make that idea a reality.  
 

He is aware that the domestic market could decline in the future due to the aging of the 
Japanese population and this could enormously affect Genbei’s future business. Hayama 
is convinced that having a story about Tabi is a great advantage, and is what makes the 
difference between Genbei and other brands. However, this aspect is not enough to 
ensure the development of the business in the future and for it to be more competitive. 
He concluded: “So… I'm looking for ways to go overseas… But I do not have any plan for 
it.” 
 
 

Questions 
1. Do you think that Genbei has the potential to be an international firm?  
2. What do you think that Genbei should change or develop for it to become an 

international brand? 
3. Would you recommend any changes to Genbei’s marketing mix? 

 
  

                                                
10 See the online store of Tsukumo at https://www.flipflops.tokyo/ [Accessed the 03 of September 2019] 
11 See for instance this company offering personalized printings on the sole of the beach sandals. 
https://www.printerstudio.com/unique-ideas/custom-flip-flops.html or by customizing the sole 
https://flipsidez.com/ [Accessed the 03 of September 2019] 
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ANNEXES 
 
Figure 1 – Ray J. Pastene and the US Patent, filed Feb. 11, 1958 
 

 
Source: Genbei  
 
Figure 2 – Genbei Shop in 1955 
 

 
Source: Genbei  
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Figure 3 – Genbei T-shirt  
 

 
Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/B1lTRLejslA/ [Accessed the 5th of October 2019] 
 
Figure 4 – Web page product description 
 

 
Source: https://www.genbei-en.com/ [Accessed the 04 of October 2019] 
 
 
 
 
 
 




